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192.    Volta's  Theory.    Contact  potential.    The
explanation-of the action of the cell given in the last Section is based on the hypothesis, that, except for a small difference depending on temperature, the zinc plate of a cell and the copper-wire attached to it are, when the circuit is open, at the same potential.
There are however a number of experiments which would appear to shew that two metals in. contact are at different potentials. Volta was the first to observe this. In some of his experiments he used the condensing electroscope, Fig. 18-1- , described in £5 47. For this purpose the plate to which th gold leaves are attached may                                                 e
be made of copper ; the upper surface of this plate is covered with, a thin layer of shellac or other insulating varnish, the upper plate is of /inc and is carried in an insulating handle. The upper plate is laid on the lower, being separated from it by the. varnish, and contact is made temporarily between the backs of the two plates by moans of a wire.
The contact is then broken and the xinc plate, removed. When this is done the gold leaves diverge and on testing their charge is found to bo negative,
Wo can explain this by supposing that a small pot/en dial difference is produced by the contact between the zinc and the copper, the, copper being negative. The gold loaves are not sensitive enough to shew this directly, but the two plates constitute a condenser of largo capacity and thus a considerable transference of positive, electricity takes place from the, copper to the nine ; on removing the, xine plate the negative electrification left on the copper distributes itself over the loaves which diverge as indicated. If however the experiment
1H-1.